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A multimillion-dollar contracts scandal in the Colombian Congress has raised questions about
President Andres Pastrana's commitment to root out top-level corruption. Meanwhile, the president
has called for a referendum to overhaul the political system.
The scandal, involving fake payrolls and US$2.7 million in rigged contracts, was uncovered in
an audit. It began in the lower house and has already cost the jobs of the speaker and two vice
presidents of the House of Representatives, and the arrest of five congressional employees and six
people who received contracts.
Among the irregularities investigators uncovered were paying contractors in advance, selecting
nonexistent businesses or ones belonging to relatives of congressional employees, and issuing
several contracts for one job. The scandal has now spread to the Senate with allegations that US$1.6
million is missing from a Senate bank account and several vehicles are unaccounted for.
Independent Sen. Ingrid Betancourt, a prominent anti- corruption legislator, said Pastrana had
proved unable to confront the traditional, rampant corruption. "What we see is absolute corruption
because the president was not capable of confronting the corrupt political classes," she said.
Colombians have long accused legislators of drawing up phony contracts and robbing the public
coffers. A 1999 study by Berlin-based Transparency International listed Colombia among the world's
20 most corrupt countries.

Scandal in Congress widens
In late March, the chief prosecutor's office began to investigate more than 550 questionable contracts
authorized by the lower house. The contracts included US$49,119 for a new toilet, US$50,186 for
toilet paper, and US$56,990 to resolve Y2K problems on New Year's Eve. A US$94,476 contract was
awarded to polish marble floors and walls in the new Congress building in downtown Bogota and
another for US$49,119 to polish floors in the old Capitol, half a city block away.
The House authorized 62 contracts worth US$2.8 million on just two days, Dec. 30-31 of last year,
neither of which were work days for lawmakers. Investigators found documents and computer
records that appear to show that congressional officials received huge commissions on each
contract. Some businesses winning the bogus contracts do not even exist, Semana magazine
reported, citing an investigator who described a "veritable criminal enterprise" within Congress.
If prosecutors prove wrongdoing, the case will go to the Supreme Court, which will decide whether
to lift lawmakers' immunity from prosecution. Meanwhile, on April 4, Treasury Minister Juan
Camilo Restrepo said the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) suspended payment of an IDB
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US$6 million loan to Congress because of the scandal. Scandal brings arrests, resignations House
administrative director Saud Castro Chadid, who resigned March 22 and was later arrested, was the
first to fall. He is accused of heading the network that swindled the state through contracts that he
obtained by falsifying documents.
As the extent of the scandal unfolded, lawmakers called for the resignation of House speaker
Armando Pomarico, a dissident member of the opposition Partido Liberal Colombiano (PL) who
backs Pastrana's Gran Alianza por el Cambio coalition. Pastrana then asked for the resignation of
Pomarico and the other two members of the House directorate. "People in public positions cannot
avoid political responsibility," said Pastrana. "We said that we were going after those who are
corrupt wherever they might be. Seven have already been arrested and more will follow."
Pomarico resigned March 25. The following day, lawmakers elected Nancy Patricia Gutierrez,
another dissident Liberal loyal to Pastrana's coalition, to replace Pomarico. She is the first woman
to head the lower house of Congress. Comptroller General Carlos Ossa said on March 29 that
Pastrana's finance minister may have funneled money to Congress in late 1999 to buy the support of
wavering legislators.
The administration denied the charge but Sen. Betancourt said evidence supports the allegation.
"What is clear is that the government has been releasing funds to Congress, especially around
Christmas," she said. "This money is like a bonanza in the last month of the year to pay for favors, to
bribe."

Pastrana calls for referendum
On April 4, Pastrana announced a referendum for July 30 on reforming Congress. Among other
issues to be included in the referendum is "transparent, independent, and clean financing of
political campaigns." "Colombians can decide if we want a democracy that functions better, if we
want a state without corruption, a Congress that exercises political control with transparency and
autonomy, that expedites adequate laws, and parties that respond to the will of the people," said
Pastrana. He also called on citizens to demand accountability from their legislators by making their
votes public.
Interior Minister Nestor Humberto Martinez said the referendum will include fundamental issues
such as anti- corruption measures, changes in the political system, and reform of Congress. The
most significant would be whether voters want to dissolve Congress immediately to implement the
anti-corruption measures or wait until current terms expire. The president said if the referendum
vote supported immediate change, Congress could be dissolved and new elections held Oct. 29.
Despite the support of the Liberal opposition and the various political forces for the referendum,
commentators suggested Pastrana was putting up a smokescreen to distract from the legislativecorruption scandal. And critics accused Pastrana of fostering the graft among politicians loyal to
his coalition to ensure passage of government bills. "Pastrana realized that he had to deal with
sectors linked to corruption to promote his political projects, and he began to retreat from what had
been a very firm campaign pledge," said former Justice Minister Enrique Parejo. "The government
said it was going to clean up corruption, but through this Gran Alianza they have created more
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corruption," said opposition PL Sen. Hugo Serrano. "Through gifts, the government has tried to buy
votes and push bills through the House and the Senate."
The Gran Alianza, which controls the 163-member House and 102-member Senate, includes
Pastrana's Partido Conservador Colombiano (PCC), dissident PL members, and some independents.
Its cohesion on key votes is vital to ensure a majority over the mainstream wing of the PL, the largest
single party in Congress.

New scandal breaks in Health Ministry
A senior Health Ministry official was arrested on charges of receiving illegal kickbacks from
contractors, Pastrana said on March 29, acknowledging the second high-level corruption scandal
in a week. Jesus Eduardo Pinzon, head of the finance and administrative department of the Health
Ministry, was arrested March 27 as he received the first installment of a US$4,000 payment for
handing out a maintenance contract.
Health Minister Virgilio Galvis said the maintenance contract was worth US$65,000. Pinzon initially
demanded a 10% cut but later reduced his demand to around 6%. [Sources: Notimex, 03/22/00;
Clarin (Argentina), 03/26/00; Associated Press, 03/29/00; The Miami Herald, 03/31/00; El Nuevo
Herald (Miami), 03/27/00, 04/01/00; Spanish news service EFE, 03/22/00, 03/25/00, 03/26/00, 03/29/00,
03/31/00, 04/04/00; Reuters, 03/22/00, 03/26/00, 03/29/00, 03/30/00, 04/04/00; CNN, 03/25/00, 04/04/00;
Inter Press Service, 04/04/00]
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